xl	ECONOMIC HISTORY
a mediaeval industry, grew into " one of the most consider-
able branches of the manufactures of this kingdom ", as a
consequence of the improvements effected in the seventeenth
century ;   and in the next century the linen industry was
widely distributed.    Outside this group of textiles a vital
place in the national economy came to be occupied by coal
and iron.    Originally wood was not only the fuel for house-
hold consumption and manufactures of every kind but also
the material for buildings,  ships,  carts, looms and tools.
The growth of population and the expansion of industry
(especially iron works) put an excessive strain upon native
timber resources.    Hence arose the need for extracting the
subterranean mineral fuel in order to provide ' new fire'
for the domestic hearth and for industrial requirements.
The importance of the coal industry in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries is universally recognized.    Its promin-
ence in earlier ages has been obscured by focussing attention
upon the use of coal for smelting iron ore and neglecting its
relation to other fields of economic activities.    In Mercantilist
England coal had grown into general usage as the indis-
pensable fuel of the householder, and it was extensively
consumed in  a great variety  of industries.    Confined in
mediaeval times mainly to workers in metal (smiths) and
lime-burners,   it   was   subsequently   adopted   by   others—
bakers,  brewers,  brick-makers,   calico-printers,   casters  of
brass and copper, coopers, distillers, dyers, founders, glass-
makers,  pottery manufacturers,   salt-makers,   soap-boilers
and sugar-refiners.    It was employed in making iron wares
though it was not suitable, on account of the sulphur in it,
for smelting iron ore.    A French traveller in 1738 termed
coal ' one of the greatest sources of English wealth and
plenty * and ' the soul of English manufactures ' ;   and he
expressly mentioned that lime which was burned with coal
was widely applied as a fertilizer of the soil, and not merely
for mortar in building, thus making  coal an accessory of
agriculture.    In this way coal-rnining   was closely linked
with the progress of numerous industries and with improved
methods in farming.    Its historical significance is reflected
further in the contribution which it made to the evolution

